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            I
   

            Betty hears the great news
   

         

         “I
       HAVE such a lovely new book!” “Oh, have you, Betty? What is it?” asked Edith.

         “Why, ‘Rose Reeves of Belle Haven,’” replied Betty, with enthusiasm.

         “A boarding-school book?” asked Edith, eagerly.

         Betty’s affirmative nod was triumphant.

         “Oh, goody! Let me have it when you are done with it?”

         “Of course! Edith, wouldn’t it be just grand if we could go to boarding school?”

         “Would n’t it!” agreed Edith, enthusiastically.

         “But I sometimes fear I’ll never get to one,” continued Betty, mournfully. “I suppose I’ll have to be like Miss Jane and go out sewing for a living.”

         “Oh, you goose! Imagine your ever being like dear old Miss Jane;” and Edith laughed hilariously at Betty’s lugubrious countenance.

         “What in the world are you laughing so about?” asked a third girl who had just approached.

         “Oh, Ada, what do you think!” exclaimed Edith, excitedly, neglecting to answer the question. “Betty has a new boarding-school book out of the Sunday-School library!” “Well, you two are the craziest things about boarding school I ever saw. You don’t ever expect to go to one, do you? You would n’t know how to act if you did,” Ada informed them mockingly.

         “I should,” replied Betty, firmly. “I should know exactly how to act in every circumstance. I have learned all about it in ‘Four Years at Lakeside’ and ‘Good Times at Irvington.’”

         “Oh, you have!” said Ada, sarcastically. “Well, you’ll never get there, anyhow, and you might as well make up your mind to that first as last;” with which cheering piece of advice she walked off.

         “‘Quoth the Raven, “Nevermore,”’” croaked Betty, looking after her disgustedly; and the two friends, sitting on the wistariacovered porch of the old manse, their heads close together, were soon absorbed in their new find.

         The same evening, Betty, the daughter of Doctor Baird, the Presbyterian minister of the village of Weston, was walking to church with her mother, when her father, who had been stalking gloomily a little in advance, painfully engrossed with his evening sermon, turned suddenly, saying, —

         “Elizabeth, come into my study after the service.”

         Betty had just passed her fourteenth birthday. She was small for her age. A mass of tow-colored hair, with a promising glint of gold in it, framed the soft oval of a winsome face lighted up by dark, glowing eyes. Her mouth in repose may have had classical shape, but, as she was an incessant talker, this was problematic. Dressed in simple dimity, and wearing a jaunty white sailor hat with an aggressive looking red quill stuck in the band, she was a picture which drew many pleased, friendly glances.

         She was leaning confidingly close to her mother, with her slim sun-browned hands locked affectionately over her arm, and was talking with her accustomed impetuosity, the whimsical curves of her mouth indicating that the subject was humorous. At her father’s abrupt words she stopped her chattering and looked up at her mother, squeezing her arm questioningly.

         “What’s up now?” she whispered, uneasily; but as they were about to enter the church she received no answer, except a look which told her to wait. During the quiet service she felt like a culprit; to her excited imagination there was an added awfulness in her father’s voice, and a distinct flame in his severe black eyes. Every word was a menace.

         “But what have I done?” was the insistent question in her mind. She went searchingly over the day; but not one transgression could she uncover, unless — was it possible that, after all these years, her father had, in the morning service, seen her eat those three pink peppermints which Mr. Jones had given her? Ever since she could remember, it had been Mr. Jones’ custom to push stealthily along the seat, with plump freckled hands, three, always three, pink peppermints. Today he made his customary offering while they were singing “How tedious and tasteless the hour!” and she had wondered if the solemn little man had meant to perpetrate a sly joke. She considered Mr. Jones a perfectly delightful old gentleman, with his red wig, stubby gray whiskers, and big steelbowed spectacles. His preternaturally solemn blue eyes, peering out of his sandy face, itself not unlike a pink peppermint, never wandered from the preacher. There was something pleasantly clandestine about the whole performance.

         “Well,” Betty mused, “if it was not the peppermint business it may have been that laugh.”

         She had happened to look over where old Mr. Dinkum, with a blissful expression, sat singing “Now wash me and I shall be whiter than snow.” As his face and hands never failed unmistakably to advertise his coal business, the incongruity of it had made her hide her face in her handkerchief to conceal her laugh.

         Even this did not seem sufficient for a summons to the study at this unusual time. So, finding nothing to keep her buoyant spirits weighed down, she said comfortably to herself, “‘A good conscience is a continual Christmas;’” and gave herself up to listening to the sermon and watching the people.

         After the doxology, however, she again began to question whether it might not be the pink peppermints or Mr. Dinkum. As several of the church members insisted on walking home with her mother, she had no opportunity to ask the burning question, and hurried ahead impatiently, determined to get to the study early and have the ordeal over.

         She reached there some time before her father. This was not the first occasion on which she had been summoned into the presence of those august theological books and stern line engravings of great and good men, and she had always left them weeping, to find in her mother’s arms the mercy which tempers justice.

         However, to-night she was not wholly cast down, for she had the sustaining consciousness that at least she had gone through the evening service without one outward deviation from the best possible church deportment. It was not always thus. At her age girls have eyes all around their heads, and things seem planned so that nothing ridiculous escapes them, and these eyes of hers had got her into many a scrape; but tonight she sat almost composedly in the dimly lighted study, and Dante’s stern face looked less forbiddingly at her out of his untied night-cap (as she thought it was), and Martin Luther appeared quite recklessly fat and jovial. Thus does a good conscience reflect itself on all the surroundings.

         Waiting made Betty restless, however, and the familiar objects in the room soon lost their interest.

         “Why does n’t father come? What is it all about? Oh, dear, won’t those people ever go?” She slid out of her chair and went to the landing at the head of the stairs to see if they were still there. Yes, their tranquil voices floated up on the summer breeze to the impatient, sleepy child.

         “They will never go,” she said, half aloud, as she went back into the study and began to look at her father’s books, pointing them out to herself, and whispering the titles, “Robertson’s Sermons,” “History of the Reformation,” “Chateaubriand’s Genius of Christianity,” “Commentary on the Holy Scriptures.”

         They had never failed to interest her, but to-night she followed them with indifferent eyes until she came to her father’s copy of Thomas à Kempis. At the sight of the worn cover her face grew bright, and she took it down lovingly and carried it to the table; curling up in the chair she was soon lost in it. She had lately read “The Mill on the Floss,” and it had awakened in her “that instinct of emulation which is but the other side of sympathy.” Maggie Tulliver was just her own age when she had found the old monk’s book, which, with its note of selfrenouncement, had marked the turning point in her life. Betty had felt she could never be happy again until she possessed a copy of “the little old clumsy book,” and she had begged her father to give her one for her birthday present. Maggie’s later and great renunciation did not interest Betty, for she took out of books only the things that appealed to her girlish sympathies.

         Betty had waited a quarter of an hour or more, when her father entered with deliberate step. She jumped out of the chair and offered it to him, glad that the suspense was over at last. The door opened again, and, to her delight, her mother came in, and the two sat down together on the sofa. Doctor Baird coughed, as he always did before speaking, — a thin, scholarly little cough. He was a very good man, and deeply learned; but he was not intimately acquainted with childhood, and Betty had some fear mingled with her love for him. Without preliminaries he said,—

         “You have just passed your fourteenth birthday, Elizabeth, and your mother and I have had many long conversations about your future. It seems best that you should be educated, so that you can teach in case you are deprived of my support.” He paused, his thin, long fingers playing nervously with his gold penholder.

         “You are aware,” he continued, “that the educational facilities of Weston are meagre, and that you have almost exhausted their resources, so we have decided to send you to boarding school.” Again he paused and looked down reflectively, missing the radiant smile, which, for an unthinking instant, flashed across his daughter’s face; but the smile was immediately followed by a cloud, as the thought rushed in that this meant leaving home.

         “Oh, I can’t go. I can’t leave you and mother,” she cried, putting her head on the shoulder of her mother, who gently smoothed the tangled locks.

         “You surprise me, Elizabeth,” replied her father, in his steady, even voice. “I believed you possessed of too much fortitude to give way to childish weakness. Your mother and I are doing this for your own best good.”

         “Oh, I know you are,” cried the child, remorsefully, lifting her head and dabbing her eyes recklessly, “only I can’t be brave all at once. Mayn’t I wait another year? But I do just love boarding schools!”

         Her mother smiled and patted the hot little fist holding the crumpled handkerchief.

         “I am glad the idea is not wholly repugnant to you,” remarked her father, dryly.

         “Oh, it is not the boarding school. But I can’t — I can’t leave mother — and you — and home — and —” and sobs hyphenated the words. Her mother drew her closer, saying softly,—

         “I know my brave little daughter will not give way. It will be hard for your father and me, and you can help us bear it.”

         “I will, I will;” and she sat up determinedly.

         “Now I think we can pursue the matter with more calmness,” remarked her father, as one who had retreated to a safe corner until the storm should pass and then emerged into the sunshine.

         “As you know, we have always purposed sending you to The Pines, our Cousin Elizabeth’s school. A letter from her determines us to have you go next month. It is the part of wisdom to overcome our natural reluctance to separate.”

         At these words Betty flew over to him, and, throwing her arms around him, told him between excited hugs, that she would be good and do exactly as he wished. “For you are the bestest father in the whole world,” she said fervently. He smiled at her, patting and kissing her flushed cheek.

         “Now run back to your mother and get quiet, for I want to say a few words to you.” He was less unbending and bookish than usual and much of her awe vanished.

         “In the first place, daughter, you are going among girls who have been reared in the lap of luxury and whose tastes and habits will greatly differ from yours. I want you to preserve your own commendable simplicity, nurtured as it has been by your mother. Wealth, expressed in fine clothes and extravagant expenditures, brings neither happiness nor peace.”

         “Oh, you know, father, I don’t care a thing about grand dresses for myself. I scorn them;” and Betty gave a superior sniff.

         Her mother glanced at her husband with a pleased look, saying, “I am sure Elizabeth will not be dissatisfied, even if her belongings do not cpiite equal those of the other girls. She never thinks about such things.”

         “I am glad to hear it,” replied her father, smiling pleasantly. “I want my daughter to devote her thoughts to worthier subjects. Preserve your independence, but —” and he hesitated, for his daughter’s characteristics were not very clear to him, “— if there is a tendency in your nature, as I have sometimes thought, to be too impetuous and enthusiastic, you must try to overcome it, or you will find it difficult to accommodate yourself to the ordered life of the school. You should cultivate the habit of thinking twice before you speak.”

         “I don’t see how I could think twice before I speak, father, for the words fly out of my mouth before I know what they are to be;” and Betty looked puzzled. Her parents laughed, and her mother remarked,—

         “That is a lesson you must learn gradually, dearie, for it does not come to you naturally as—quoting does;” and she smiled with a reproving shake of her head.

         “Why, that just pops out too,” said Betty. “But is The Pines a real palace, father?” she asked eagerly. “I’d love to live in one for a while, to see how it feels.”

         “Oh, not a palace, child. I am sure Cousin Elizabeth’s school, while no doubt a substantial and comfortable building, will be far from that. Do not have your expectations raised too high, my little enthusiast.”

         “It’s long after Elizabeth’s bed hour,” suggested her mother, softly.

         “Oh, I’d love to sit up all night and talk about it,” exclaimed Betty.

         “I fear there will not be much sleep for those bright eyes to-night,” said Mrs. Baird.

         “Yes, it is time to say good-night,” said the father; and Betty kissed them both and ran to her room.

      

   


   
      
         
            II
   

            The secret
   

         

         L
      ONG that night Betty lay sleepless. She could not have told whether sorrow or joy predominated in the crowded emotions of her heart. She must leave home. Sorrow! She was going to boarding school. Joy!

         Her reading comprehended a wide range of subjects for one of her age; but she loved poetry best of all, and this love, combined with an unusually retentive verbal memory, filled her mind with a great variety of poetic quotations. In prose she found the greatest excitement in boarding-school stories, and the Sunday-School librarian could not keep up with her eager demand for “more boarding-school books.”

         Elizabeth Baird of Weston in a boarding school! Surely she dreamed! She could hardly wait for morning, when she could tell the wondrous news to Edith Kenneday. She could see it printed in the Weston Gazette: “Elizabeth (maybe they will call me Miss now) Baird, daughter of the Reverend Doctor Baird, has just left for boarding school. The fashionable and widely known school, The Pines, has been selected for our young friend.” She would cut it out and show it to the other girls at The Pines.

         Her excited little head was crowded with fancies, while pictures of The Pines rolled before her like those of her old kaleidoscope, — fragments put together out of stories and dreams, — making a strange medley of color and form. She thought of her beloved Lillie Bent in “Four Years at Lakeside.” Could she emulate the lovely Lillie, and be the favorite, not for any personal charm, but because she was good, and unselfish, and darned her roommate’s stockings, nursed the other girls when they were sick, and was gentle and kind to the timid new ones? This had a great fascination for her, for she was still under the spell of Maggie Tulliver’s example; but the memory of the vexatious way darning-cotton has of tangling, and the endless precepts of her mother about puckering and drawing up holes, lessened her enthusiasm.

         Or could she be a fascinating madcap like Peggy, in “Good Times at Irvington,” playing pranks, the leader of all the midnight feasts, the ingenious contriver of all the different forms of forbidden fun?

         There, too, was the proud, dark-haired Rose Reeves of Belle Haven School, in the book she had read that very afternoon, so exclusive that all vied to gain her friendship. Should she be like her? This picture held her imagination for a moment, but was dismissed peremptorily. Loving little thing that she was, she could not, even in thought, bear the sense of loneliness. Oh, no! She never, never could be like the proud Rose! She would love her schoolmates as soon as she saw them. They would be eager to see her, for of course new girls are always interesting, and they would soon see she was n’t stuck up. They would all crowd around her, and she would tell them about Weston and Edith, and would show them her father’s and mother’s pictures. She must not forget to take something to eat,—cake or gingersnaps, for they would sit up late talking and would get hungry. She felt sure there never were such nice girls as those at The Pines. Oh, she must be so kind, and not want everything her own way, as that hateful Liz Clayton said she did; though, of course, everybody knew Liz said it because she was mad at her, and there was n’t a grain of truth in it. She would be unselfish, as her mother wanted her to be. She would try so hard.

         How could she remember their names? Meeting so many girls at once she would have trouble, though names were easy for her. One would be Annie, another Mary, and oh, perhaps one would have that beautifully romantic name of Gwendolen. Would they like her old-fashioned name? Very likely they would soon, maybe that very night, have a special name for her; girls at boarding school are so funny and original!

         They never do things like other girls. One thing she was sure of, she would not be indifferent to her studies. She would be valedictorian.

         Mingled with this high courage and fleeting ambition of the fledgling was the true yearning for the home nest; and she was glad when it was light enough to get up and see her mother. No sooner was breakfast finished than she threw on her white sailor hat, snapping the elastic under her chin, kissed her mother, and skipped out of the house. That wretched lump persisted in sticking in her throat whenever her eyes fell on her mother, and she wanted to get away. Then there was The Secret!

         “I am going to tell Edith, mother,” she called out, as she hurried past the window, adding good-naturedly, “Won’t she be mad because she is n’t going?”

         “What will your new preceptress say, when she hears you say ‘mad’?” asked her mother. Betty made an exaggerated curtsey, her hand to her heart, as she suggested, —

         “‘Grieved, if it please you, Miss Baird,’” and, with a saucy swing, she ran out of the yard, calling back over her shoulder, —

         
            
               
                  “… all the world round
   

                  If man bear to have it so,
   

                  Things which might vex him shall be found.’”
   

               

            

         

         “Such a memory! Now where did she pick that up?” smiled her mother, as she watched her beckon eagerly to a girl of her own age who was coming out of a pretty, old-fashioned house opposite.

         “Oh, Edith, wait a minute,” she cried excitedly, and dashed across. “I have a secret to tell you, such a secret! Now promise me you won’t tell a soul, not even Ada.”

         “I promise,” replied Edith, earnestly, her eyes as big as saucers.

         “Cross your heart,” demanded Betty, solemnly.

         “Honor bright!”

         “You promise you’ll never divulge this secret to Amy or Martha or Jane?” continued Betty, impressively.

         “Hope I’ll never!”

         “I feel I can trust you, Edith,” responded Betty, with an air of importance. A new dignity had come into her voice, and Edith was not slow to feel the change. She saw that Betty was on one of her high horses.

         During these strict Masonic preliminaries, the two girls had been standing in front of the Kenneday home; but now, by a common impulse, they threw their arms around each others waists, and simultaneously hopped, skipped, and jumped up the street, Edith’s long black braid bobbing up and down rhythmically, while Betty’s taffy-colored mop “stood out six ways for Sunday.” After they had skipped up and down; after Betty had tied anew Edith’s neat little red bow at the end of her cue, and had fastened her own refractory shoestrings; after Edith had discovered that Betty had missed the middle button of her dress and had rectified the oversight; after they had looked carefully in every direction to see that no one was within hearing distance, the time was ripe.

         Betty’s dark eyes were bright with excitement, and her lips crimson with the vain struggle to tell The Secret with proper dignity and effect. Such a secret cannot be told offhand, as one may say “I have received a valentine.” There is a difference in secrets, as all girls know, and Edith Kenneday was the last to grumble at proper ceremony. She knew with what haughty eyes she, as the sole sharer of The Secret, would look at Ada and the rest of the crowd.

         After all, it just came out. “I am going to boarding school next month.”

         Edith screamed, dropped her arm from Betty’s waist, and stared at her with wideeyed amazement.

         “Oh, oh! I’ll never believe you, never, never!” she protested, wringing her hands. Even Betty was satisfied with the effect. Ada, May, Jane, Martha, and Sallie knew it ten minutes later.
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      Dear old miss jane
     

    

    
     
      M
     RS. BAIRD now had to deal with the vexatious question of Betty’s clothes. The Pines was a fashionable boarding school, one ordinarily far beyond their modest income; but the principal, Miss Elizabeth Payne, was Doctor Bairds cousin, and to show her gratitude for all his father had done for her when she was a young orphan, she had insisted on preparing her namesake for college.
    

    
     It was a great opportunity for Betty, and her mother was therefore doubly anxious to see her properly equipped to take her place among her schoolmates. She felt she could do this with the assistance of the good Miss Jane Hufnagel, the Weston authority on clothes, who, as she believed, kept herself conscientiously versed in all the latest New York styles. Without one misgiving Mrs.
    

    
     Baird gave the making of her daughter’s wardrobe into her deft fingers. Through the warm August month she, too, sat and sewed, that Betty might appear well in the great school on the Hudson. Her lips quivered and her eyes grew dim as she thought of the years without the light of the teasing sunbeam of their home; but her hands did not falter nor did the stitches drop. A sigh came as she remembered the number of made-over dresses her child had worn, though clothes occupied a remote place in her mind, and she was ignorant that any one could receive false valuation from them. The genuine charm of her Elizabeth, of her sweet, impulsive nature, occupied a far larger place in her thoughts.
    

    
     As she was considering these things Miss Jane Hufnagel came in and immediately began to sew. Miss Jane was no longer young and was far from handsome, but never did breast enclose a kinder heart nor mouth a sharper tongue. Tall, angular, gray and worn, she was a marvel of unflagging industry. When she had nothing else to do she knitted twine wash rags. She knitted when visiting the sick, when waiting in the store, when calling on her friends; even in prayer-meeting many a wash rag was begun or finished before the arrival of the preacher. Every one in town saved bits of twine for her, and the rolls bulged out the sides of her big black cloth handbag, her inseparable companion, in which also she carried her knitting needles. There was hardly a spare room in the village that did not boast of at least one of her famous twine wash rags.
    

    
     In her eyes, to waste time would be as sinful as to throw away the good crusts of bread which she munched heroically with her few remaining teeth. The one pun with which she lightened her labors was that she was “crusty” because she ate so many crusts. How Betty grew to watch for that pun! It never failed to elicit a hearty laugh, which greatly flattered the maiden lady.
    

    
     Miss Jane collected quantities of clothes for the poor of the town, while to fill barrels for the missionaries of the West was the romance of her life; and with every barrel went one or more of her own twine wash rags. She kept close watch of people’s clothing, and used to inquire where such and such a garment might be.
    

    
     “You have worn that long enough,” she was wont to say. “It is too seedy fer you, and it is time you was givin’ it to me fer my mission’ry bar’l;” and she usually got it.
    

    
     To-day, as Mrs. Baird brought out a long coat of Betty’s to ask her advice about it, Miss Jane began,—
    

    
     “You must gimme that ulster fer my mission’ry bar’l.’Lizbeth has been wearin’ it fer three years an’ a ha’f, and it won’t do fer no high-tunned school. I know styles. I’ll take them buttons off and sew on common ones. Them’ll do fer somethin’ else.”
    

    
     “I won’t have those buttons taken off,” called out Betty, who was reading by the window.
    

    
     “Highty-tighty!” snapped Miss Jane.
    

    
     “I won’t. They are beautiful buttons and the coat will be real ugly without them. I love those buttons, but I have had them for nearly four years, and now I want that little missionary girl to have them. Don’t you think she will love them too? It is downright mean to take off all the pretty things when you give anything away. Poor people like them just as much as we do. I know that little missionary girl will dance when she gets those buttons.”
    

    
     Mrs. Baird nodded approvingly.
    

    
     “I am going to write a letter,” continued Betty, charmed with the idea, “and put it into one pocket, and some
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
      
       
       

       
        
        
       

      

     

    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

   

  

 




    Vážení čtenáři, právě jste dočetli ukázku z knihy Betty Baird.

    Pokud se Vám ukázka líbila, na našem webu si můžete zakoupit celou knihu.








OEBPS/9788726552713_cover_epub.jpg







